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Summary of actions, events and developments:

· The group continues to offer help to individuals and faith groups seeking to support asylum seekers and refugees through meeting regularly to discuss policy developments, the local situation and local needs and practical problems faced by asylum seekers and those trying to help them.

· Donations were made to Refugee Action towards the cost of the destitution survey and to the Refugee Council for providing 1600 information booklets free of charge. Donations were also made to the Red Cross, the Welcome Project and Women’s Welcome Project.  

· The use of gym vouchers donated previously to ASSIST was monitored and a further £300 was promised for additional vouchers should these be considered useful, after a full review of the scheme.
· Group members intervened in a small number of local cases to try to prevent forced deportation.

· Participation in Multi-Agency Forum and Voluntary sector Forum meetings continued where possible. These meetings reveal that, in January 2010, there were, according to official figures, approximately 900 asylum seekers in the city, divided on a roughly 45% / 55% basis between those on Section 95 and those on Section 4 (see figures below). These represent a slight fall on previous figures.
· The Centre, Welcome and Women’s Welcome Projects continued to support asylum seekers in social and practical ways. 
· The Women’s Welcome Project saw a rise in the numbers of people taking up its support, including formerly detained families. 
· Numbers tended to increase at the Welcome Project with a notable rise in the number of women; the provision of food, largely via FareShare, remains a key service. The Welcome Project collaborated with the organisers of Islam Awareness Week and provided a display highlighting their work. The Project also collaborated with a playwright who was writing about the experiences of asylum seekers.
· The Centre Project continued to expand both in number and activity; there were some staffing changes and a new part-time member of staff was employed. The ‘Freedom Club’, which serves as a club principally for Afghan boys under 18, is moving to St Margaret’s Church Hall. The Centre Project also collaborated with the playwright.
· Group members continued to support the expanding City of Sanctuary initiative, for instance through attending the AGM and other meetings and events and encouraging faith communities to sign the ‘pledge’ of support and commitment. The link has been further strengthened by the application by City of Sanctuary to Faith in Action for a small grant to work on a project encouraging greater faiths community involvement in welcoming asylum seekers. 

· Subsistence vouchers issued to Section 4 asylum seekers were replaced by Azure swipe cards; the voucher exchange scheme continues. 
· The group participated in National Inter-Faith week by collaborating with local organisers to mount a display and provide a short presentation at the week’s local launch event in November 2009.

· The local Primary Care Trust (PCT), responsible for providing the health care services offered through ASSIST under took a review of its future. The Steering Group corresponded with the PCT about this and responded to a consultation exercise expressing the view that the continued provision of high quality health care for asylum seekers should remain a core function of the NHS. We are still waiting for information about the exercise.
· General election: Following discussion about how best to act in the run-up to the election, the Steering Group investigated options for producing factual leaflets about asylum seekers and refugees to be distributed by faith communities. 1600 small booklets were obtained free of charge from Refugee Council and were distributed to faith communities as requested. Questions were drafted and e-circulated to group members ahead of hustings events in the hope that one or some would be asked. These questions were also sent via letters to prospective parliamentary candidates to ascertain their views. Some weeks prior to the election, some group members had attended an inter-faith hustings event for Leicestershire held at the Anglican Cathedral, which had also provided information to combat extremist parties for those organising hustings events.

· A programme in the series “A Secret Millionaire”, broadcast in March 2010, had included visits and donations to two asylum seeker support projects in Leicester. A responsible journalist had attended a group meeting prior to the making of the programme.
· There was some further dissemination of the booklet drawing together extracts and information from nine different faith traditions relating to our duty of care to asylum seekers and refugees.

· The ‘Star’ Scheme for collecting Christmas presents was used successfully for a fifth year. 

· Collaboration with the Red Cross continues to be highly valued; the group tries to support the work of the Red Cross by advertising when items are needed by the latter. 

· Group members supported events during Refugee Week.
· Contact with political representatives continued in relation to the welfare and the detention of the children of asylum seekers and in relation to the welfare of detained asylum seekers. 
Commentary
The following could indicate areas for action in the year to come:

Collaboration with the City of Sanctuary initiative remains important. It is possible that the City of Sanctuary’s Faith in Action project, supported by the group, will foster greater interest and participation amongst people of faith. 
There is sometimes a shortage of food for asylum seekers at the Red Cross and at specific asylum seeker support projects. Queues of asylum seekers waiting for the Welcome Project to open suggest an urgent demand.
Some asylum seekers arriving as juveniles are becoming homeless after they have reached their 18th birthday.

The local MP, Sir Peter Soulsby, has assisted by taking up individual cases and passing on to the Home Office or relevant minister requests for information of points of concern. Our correspondence with him concerning the detention of asylum seekers and their children was interrupted by the forthcoming general election and this will need to be resumed with the local MP or MPs after the election. Unfortunately, for a second time, a request for information by a group member was declined. This time the UK Border Agency disclosed that it did not collect information on the numbers of child asylum seekers who had embarked on a programme of immunisation. It is suggested that investigating the situation of child asylum seekers and detained asylum seekers form part of our activity next year. 
Numbers for January 2010 (excluding juveniles)

East  Midlands                Family                         Single              Total

         S95                             758                                 229                  987

         S4                                362                                766                 1128

         Total                          1120                                995                 2115                

Leicester (with figures for 22/11/09 in brackets)

        S95                             268 (277)                        107 (111)          375 (388)

        S 4                              138 (140)                       403 (447)          541 557)

       Total                            406 (417)                       510 (528)         916 (945)
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